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ABSTRACT
The purpose of this study is to investigate the philosophy, art, methods, and outcomes
of the Transcendentalist movement in 19th century America, with the aim of identifying
strategies for creative practice that may inspire artists and educators in the 21st century.
In the introductory section, the need for such an inquiry is established. Correlations are
drawn between transcendental art from China, India, and America, in order to enrich the
conversation by examining how ideas of transcendentalism, art, and social change are
approached from different cultural perspectives.
The historical context and philosophical roots of the American Transcendentalists is
summarized, followed by an analysis of their views on nature, art, consciousness, and the role
of the artist or poet in society. Case studies of the Hudson River School and the Luminists are
then explored, encapsulating how transcendentalist ideas were expressed through visual
media. Next is an examination of how the transcendentalists developed their ideas through
creative journaling and how they integrated their philosophy into children’s education,
emphasizing the importance of nature and art in cognitive development.
The final section covers the esoteric concept of psycho-aesthetics and scientific
findings on synaesthesia, adding credibility to the transcendentalists’ views regarding how art
interacts with systems of sensory perception. This leads into a discussion of the soul and the
aesthetic philosophy of rasa as presented in the Vedas and Upaniṣads. The author then
describes how she synthesized elements of her research into her visual thesis. Finally, the
author maintains that meaningful social change is possible when people are awakened,
through art, to their relationship to nature and to a sense of self that is transcenden tal.
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Epigraph
“May we all be free-spirited little children
raised in the loving homes of the great philosophers.”1

1

Louisa May Alcott, edited by Ednah D. Cheney. Louisa May Alcott: Her Life, Letters, And Journals.
Boston: Little, Brown, and Company, 1889, 1923.
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Introduction
From the foothills of the Himalayas to the Hudson River Valley, philosophers have
inspired artists to use their art as a personal tool for transcendence and as a medium for
facilitating spiritual experiences for others. In so doing, philosopher and artist together
endeavoured to instigate broader social changes in their place and time. How might such a
synergy of thought, word, and creativity be harnessed in the present day?
In our increasingly media-saturated and techno-centric world, young people who are
in the early stages of cognitive development are particularly vulnerable. It's easier than ever to
become overstimulated and overloaded—to disconnect from nature, from society, from one's
self, and even from a sense of objective reality. The result can be catastrophic levels of apathy,
ignorance, confusion, cruelty, and conflict among individuals, communities, and nations. In
these circumstances, it becomes more important than ever for children to encounter ideas
and experiences that can help them to make sense of the world and rise above it through
wisdom, while remaining engaged with the world in positive ways.
My thesis research stemmed from a desire to better understand transcendental
philosophy in broad strokes as it relates to art and social change. My hope was that this could
lead me to new modes of artistic communication relevant to the lives of children growing up
as global citizens in our modern world. With these aims in mind, my research focused on
questions like: How does modern science contribute to our understanding of transcendental
art? What are some historical examples of transcendental art across cultures, and what are
their shared elements and motifs? What can we learn about creative practice and education
from them? And how might these creative practices be applied in the lives of children today?

1

To address these questions, I began with a broad historical survey of the world’s major
visual art traditions, with an emphasis on sacred art, observing their common threads and
their distinctions. Ultimately, I selected three genres of art to analyze as case studies: 1) the
mountain landscape paintings of China; 2) the Rāgamālā paintings of India; and 3) the 19th
century landscape paintings of America. In general, these art forms were influenced by
transcendental ideas that evolved out of their respective Taoist and Buddhist, Vedic and
Hindu, and Judeo-Christian cultural contexts.
On the surface, these genres appear thoroughly dissimilar, using elements like color,
line, form, and space in entirely different ways. For example, artists of Rāgamālā paintings
chose sophisticated, and often otherworldly, color palettes to evoke specific experiences for
viewers; on the other hand, artists who created Chinese mountain paintings typically utilized
the absence of color as part of their evocative strategy, mostly utilizing monochrome tints of
black ink. In yet another approach, landscape painters in 19 th century America strove to
impact their viewers by representing naturalistic colors and effects of light inspired directly
from observing nature in their environment.
Despite these aforementioned differences, these seemingly diverse art forms share
compelling fundamental principles:
•

Each is closely linked to a spiritual aesthetic philosophy and literature;

•

Each chooses Nature as its dominant subject or visual vocabulary;

•

Each aspires to awaken the higher existential thinking powers of the viewer
through the medium of synaesthetic2 engagement;

2

relating to or involving more than one of the senses.

2

•

And each, in their own way, ultimately seeks to inspire people to rise above the
suffering and duality of the material world by advocating for an individual
experience of Truth and Self beyond social constructs or institutional religion.

This strategy of engaging viewers in transcendental thinking through art is rooted in
their understanding of the psycho-aesthetic connection. These sister philosophical traditions
understood that each one of the five gross senses—sight, smell, touch, taste, and hearing—
are vitally linked and capable of stimulating the others, which, in turn, can stimulate specific
emotions and thought processes.3 The artists inspired by these philosophies consciously
incorporated that knowledge into their creative works to initiate spiritual encounters for
viewers.

Figure 1. Shen Zhou, Walking by a Mountain Stream, ca. 1487–89. China, Ming dynasty, album leaf; ink and color
on paper, 35.4 x 58.8 cm (13 15⁄16 x 23 1⁄8 in). Freer Gallery of Art.

3

The Vedas and the Upaṇisads are the religious and philosophical literature of ancient India, and they
consider 10 senses in total: five gross (karmendriya), and five subtle (jñānendriya).

3

Figure 2. Vasanti Raga; an illustration from a Rāgamālā series, Northern Deccan, India, c. 1630-50. Opaque
watercolour on paper; 33.3 x 27.1 cm (13 1⁄8 x 10 11⁄16 in). Private collection, UK.

4

Figure 3. Frederic Edwin Church, Above the Clouds at Sunrise, 1849. Oil on canvas, 69.2 × 102.2 cm (27 1⁄4 × 40 1⁄4 in).
Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York.

Analysis of sensory co-perception—like sound and color, and the role of the arts in
affecting psychological states—has been an age-old pursuit across cultures. The scientific
basis for understanding this phenomenon began with clinical studies in the late 1940s. So far,
the results have mostly been of interest in fields of psychology and neuroscience and have
added credibility to the psycho-aesthetic concepts underpinning the art genres in my case
studies. But for transcendentalists, “the mechanistic function of the sense organs alone is not
sufficient to explain the insights of the thinker, or to explain the change in our own ability
and potential to grow as observers.”4 Having an observational state of mind, according to

4

Nicolas L. Guardiano. Aesthetic Transcendentalism in Emerson, Peirce, and Nineteenth-Century American
Landscape Painting. (Lanham, Maryland: Lexington Books, 2017), 1.
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transcendentalists, involves the soul. 5 It is at this point where our three case studies diverge,
falling into two main categories of transcendentalist: impersonalists and the personalists.6 In
their conceptions of the soul, these transcendentalists essentially differ as to whether the
ultimate state of transcendence is: A) a state of being in which the individual consciousness
dissolves and merges into an amorphous cosmic consciousness devoid of qualities or
individuality; or B) a state of being in which the individual consciousness maintains its
individual existence as part and parcel of a Supreme consciousness replete with
transcendental qualities.
Naturally, these different schools of transcendentalism vary widely in their
interpretations of the nature and existence of the soul, God, consciousness, matter and spirit,
and the relationships therein. Such disparate views present a fascinating opportunity for a
comparative study of religion beyond the scope of this paper. Something they all agree on to a
great extent, however, is that, in a transcendental worldview, the aesthetic experiences of life
are not meant to be taken for granted as simply raw data to be passively received by our sense
organs and mindlessly consumed. Rather, aesthetic experiences are meant to gradually
enhance our capacity for observation, for inquiry, for understanding the truth of existence,
and for activating consciousness of the soul.
Nature is of particular importance to transcendentalists in this regard, as it is
understood to be a major conduit of divinity and spiritual beauty through which the senses
and mind can potentially receive transcendental experiences. However, to take advantage of
the opportunity for self-realization which nature provides requires a certain level of

5
6

Guardiano, Aesthetic Transcendentalism in Emerson, 2.
A.C. Bhaktivedanta Swami Prabhupāda, Bhagavad-gītā As It Is, (New York: Macmillan, 1972), 596.
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perception which is dependent upon a person’s inner abilities and frame of mind.
Fortunately, the sages inform us, anyone can develop their innate perceptual faculties with
the proper care and cultivation. And this is where the poet, philosopher, or artist plays a vital
role. Since human perception is relative by nature, it can be changed or enlightened when an
artist or a philosopher reveals something to us through their work.
Of these three case studies and their correlated philosophies, the American
Transcendentalists proved to be most directly pertinent to my research and to the
development of my visual thesis. Their ideas emerged during a more modern time period and
were informed in important ways by a synthesis of the world’s major philosophical and
religious traditions. This intellectual openness, in addition to their relatively closer proximity
to our own century, and their particular brand of community development and social
activism, all coalesce to make their work highly relatable for a broad modern audience.
Analyzing these elements can provide useful steppingstones for new generations of
transcendentalists to build upon.
It was partly this harmony of ideas that sparked the creation of my fictional character,
Rasa, as part of my visual thesis. Rasa is the daughter of a European-American and Indian
(South Asian) mixed-race family. She is named after India’s system of aesthetics, rasa, which
forms the bedrock of Vedic and Upaniṣadic philosophy, culture, and arts. There is both a
transcendental and secular conception of rasa.7 Some of the key ideas articulated by the
American Transcendentalists overlap with the transcendental concepts of rasa, suggesting
7

Śrīla Bhaktivinoda Ṭhākura, Jaiva Dharma, (New Delhi: Gaudiya Vedanta Publications), 923. The
principles of rasa presented in the Vedic literature under discussion are not the same as those described in the
the Nāṭya-śāstra of Bharat Muni; the latter category of books deals with rasa in relation to material existence and
the emotional experience of drama, music, art, and poetry, whereas the former deals with the principle of rasa in
relation to transcendental aesthetic experiences perceived by the soul through purified senses.
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something essentially universal and timeless with which they resonate. The general meaning
of the Sanskrit word rasa is translated as the juice or nectar of plants and fruits; the best,
finest, or prime part of anything; the essence; a taste or flavor; or a disposition of the heart or
mind.8 In its ontological and theological sense, it defines an ultimate state of spiritual love
and aesthetic consciousness and refers to transcendental experience beyond nirvana, replete
with varieties of spiritual emotions.9 At the edge of inquiry, where the wisest sages in the
world diverge and conflict in their philosophical conclusions, rasa emerges and presents a
conceptual framework that accommodates and harmonizes the essence of them all.
“Rasa” proved to be the perfect name for a girl who relies on a harmony of ideas to
rise above her challenges in life. By connecting with the Divine through nature and the arts,
Rasa experiences transcendence in an authentic way, even while living in the midst of a
chaotic modern environment in New York City. She is a girl who, perhaps like many other
young people coming of age today, is a transcendentalist at heart, seeking the essence of life.
The American Transcendentalists
Understanding the social impact of a movement begins with understanding its
historical context and its roots. Transcendentalism in America was born out of the spirit of
revolution and independence. Mary Moody Emerson was just a baby in her mother's arms in
Concord, Massachusetts, in April of 1775, when the first shots rang out in the American
Revolutionary War, scarcely 150 yards from the windows of her family home, the Old Manse.
Her life would be one of hardships in a time of social upheaval, which contributed to her

8

David Buchta and Graham M. Schweig, “Rasa Theory,” in Encyclopedia of Hinduism, edited by
Dr. Kapil Kapoor. et al, (Calcutta: Rupa Publications, 2012), 623–629.
9
Śrīla Bhaktivinoda Ṭhākura, Jaiva Dharma, 923.
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extraordinary self-reliance and her spiritual and creative originality. She would eventually
help revolutionize American thinking and come to be known as the "Godmother of
Transcendentalism."10 Later in life, her writings and personal charisma inspired a generation
of young men and women around her, who would come to be known as the American
Transcendentalists. Her nephew, Ralph Waldo Emerson, whom she helped to raise and to
shape via her values, would emerge as the movement's chief proponent from the 1820s and
into the 1850s, an era broadly known as the Antebellum period.
The outburst of genius in New England, spearheaded by the transcendentalists during
this time, is comparable to fifth-century Athens or sixteenth-century Florence.11
Transcendentalism was an idealistic philosophical and social movement that developed in
reaction to—and protest against—the general state of religion, intellectualism, and society at
the time. The nation was swept up in rapid industrialization and unrelenting westward
expansion, and the social climate was becoming increasingly polarized between abolitionists
and proponents of slavery. The transcendentalists responded to the mounting tension with a
bounty of optimism and positivity; they envisioned a new American identity and ethos that
was distinct and autonomous from anything that had come before in any other European
nation. And they instigated this cultural shift predominantly through literature, poetry, art,
and a focus on community.
The movement was greatly influenced by English and German Romanticism,
Platonism, and Kantian philosophy, as well as by the Biblical criticism of Herder and

10

Victor Curran, “Mary Moody Emerson: The Godmother of Transcendentalism,” Discover Concord
Magazine, (Winter 2020).
11
John P. Miller, Transcendental Learning: The Educational Legacy of Alcott, Emerson, Fuller, Peabody and
Thoreau. (Charlotte, North Carolina: Information Age Pub., 2011). 1.
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Schleiermacher, and the scepticism of Hume.12 The transcendentalists also took inspiration
from several non-western philosophies, particularly from the Upaniṣads,13 which were
starting to become available in European languages for the first time.
Most of the American transcendentalists 14 were men and women of deep Christian
faith, whose spiritual experiences and intellectual development outgrew their religious
institutions. Some found that transcendental ideas enhanced and elevated their faith, and
some found that their faith evolved beyond a specific creed. However their individual
spirituality developed, they believed in rising above religious dogma and cultural bias as best
they could, and generally embraced universal conceptions of the Divine. They were not only
philosophers and writers, but activists for causes like holistic education, women's rights, and
the abolition of slavery; many of them also participated in social experiments involving
communal living. Emerson’s ideas about nature, art, spirituality, and community had a
profound, lasting impact on America and gradually touched other parts of the world. His
writings planted seeds that would grow through the works of people like John Muir, Henry
David Thoreau, Gandhi, and Martin Luther King Jr.
The naturalist John Muir was an admirer of Emerson and adopted Emerson's dictum
"hitch your wagon to a star" which had appeared in Emerson's essay Society and Solitude
(1870).15 Meeting with Emerson in Yosemite, during the spring of 1871, had a profound

12

Russell Goodman, "Transcendentalism," in The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Winter 2019
Edition), ed. Edward N. Zalta.
13
Alan Hodder, edited by Jean McClure Mudge, “Asia in Emerson, and Emerson in Asia,” (In Mr.
Emerson’s Revolution, Cambridge, UK: Open Book Publishers, 2015). 373.
http://dx.doi.org/10.11647/OBP.0065.09
14
Along with Emerson, other important transcendentalists included Henry David Thoreau, Margaret
Fuller, Amos Bronson Alcott, Frederic Henry Hedge, Elizabeth Palmer Peabody, and Theodore Parker.
15
Peter Y. Chou, “Emerson and John Muir.” Wisdomportal.com.
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effect on Muir. Emerson inspired him in his work to establish America's first national parks
and its nature conservation movement. Thoreau wove strands of Emersonian thinking into
his books like Walden and Civil Disobedience, which Gandhi read in 1906. When Gandhi was
first arrested in South Africa in 1908 at the beginning of his activism, which would lead to his
nonviolent independence movement in India, he took Thoreau’s writings with him so he
“could find arguments in favour of our fight.”16 In 1956, during the Montgomery bus boycott,
a colleague gave Martin Luther King three books: Gandhi’s Autobiography, Thoreau’s Civil
Disobedience, and Richard Gregg’s The Power of Non Violence. When the boycott was finished
and King was asked what books influenced him the most, he mentioned all three of these
works.
These are just a few examples from the history of transcendentalism which
demonstrate how our beliefs have a direct impact on our environment, our culture and
people. These instances also elucidate how the ideas that shape us have long been a product
of cross-cultural pollination, moving back and forth around the globe and influencing each
other for much longer than we realize.
Nature, Art, and Consciousness
Nature was a primary interest for Emerson and his colleagues, as it was a channel
through which Truth and Beauty could be perceived. In an article published in the Journal of
Aesthetics and Art Criticism in 1957, Percy W. Brown explains how “Emerson held that there
was nothing on the earth which was not in the heavens in a heavenly form, and nothing in
the heavens which was not in the earth in an earthly form, that we were able to find symbols

16

Gandhi quoted in Miller, Transcendental Learning, 2.
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of our sentiments and thoughts in the objects of nature [. . . ].”17 Therefore, according to
transcendentalists, the function of an artist or a poet is essentially to decipher and make
meaning of these symbols for the benefit of society.
Emerson and his peers acknowledged, however, that for an artist to decipher the
symbols and divine reflections in nature requires keen powers of observation, which crucially
depend upon one’s inner abilities. 18 In the Emersonian view, the artist or the poet “is
representative of man, in virtue of being the largest power to receive and impart” her
experience of nature, like a vessel into and out of which fluid flows. 19 The poet or the artist
then becomes a kind of shaman or priest for humanity, facilitating the flow of consciousness
between the finite and the infinite on behalf of society at large. Through art, we can suddenly
be made aware of what was in front of us all the time, but we could not see.
According to transcendentalists, relying on the perception of our physical sense
organs alone is inadequate to truly interpret our experiences or understand reality.
Cultivating an observational orientation or state of mind, capable of differentiating reality
from illusion, “involves the soul’s particular comportment as a determining factor”20 for
making meaning of one’s experiences. Emerson asserts that, “We do not determine what we
will think. We only open our sense, clear away, as we can, all obstruction from the fact, and
suffer the intellect to see.”21 Emerson's most famous metaphor describing such a state of
symbiotic receptivity with nature is the “transparent eyeball” passage which he recorded in

17

Percy Brown, “Emerson’s Philosophy of Aesthetics,” The Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism, Vol.
15, No. 3 (Mar., 1957): 350-354.
18
Guardiano, Aesthetic Transcendentalism, 2.
19
Ferguson quoted in Guardiano, Aesthetic Transcendentalism, 3.
20
See note 15 above.
21
Ralph Waldo Emerson, “Intellect,” in The Complete Works of Ralph Waldo Emerson: Essays: First
Series, Vol. 2, (Boston, New York: Houghton, Mifflin, 1903), 328.
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his journal and which later appeared in his published essay, Nature. Therein, he describes
the kind of epiphany that results from the receptive mind and senses coming in contact with
nature.22 He writes, “Standing on the bare ground, — my head bathed in the blithe air, and
uplifted into infinite space, — all mean egotism vanishes. I become a transparent eye-ball.”23
Since the poetic eyeball is transparent, not opaque, to reality, the “currents of the Universal
Being circulate through it activating its creative potential.”24

Figure 4. An amusing caricature from the sketchbook of Christopher Pearse Cranch inspired by Emerson’s words,
Standing on the Base Ground...I Become a Transparent Eyeball, 1830–90; Illustration for Ralph Waldo Emerson's "Nature.” Pen
and ink, sheet: 21.3 x 14.4 cm (8 3⁄8 x 5 11⁄16 in). The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York.

22

Ralph Waldo Emerson, “Nature,” in Nature, (Boston: James Munroe and Company, 1836), 12-13.
See Appendix 1 for the complete “transparent eyeball” passage.
24
Guardiano, Aesthetic Transcendentalism, 3.
23
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For Emerson, the term “transcendentalism” was inherently associated with aesthetics,
for it is through the vehicle of the attuned and cultivated senses that humanity has the
capacity to observe and interact with the world and to potentially realize Truth and Beauty.
In his book, Aesthetic Transcendentalism in Emerson, Peirce, and Nineteenth-Century American
Landscape Painting, Nicholas Guardiano writes that “Emerson and his peers were major
conduits of Kantian philosophy and other world philosophical traditions in nineteenthcentury New England.”25 Guardiano explains further how “Emerson’s naturalism advances
Kant’s aesthetic theory by fully immersing the human artist in nature, and by accelerating the
artistic genius toward Transcendentalist metaphysical heights.”26
Brown summarized three main pillars of thought that underpin Emerson’s philosophy:
1) he held the soul to be divine, and that every human being possessed within themselves a
divine spark with the potential for infinite growth; 2) he regarded nature as a kind of
incarnation of Divine Power here on earth; and 3) he believed that the “Deity” is ever present
and accessible to every soul, “if not continuously, then at least in moments of exaltation.” 27
Brown states, “This triple structure—the primacy of the soul, the immediacy of Nature, and
the Divine Immanence—might be called the skeletal framework of his message.” 28 That
message would play a profound role in defining American culture and society, rippling
through generations of intellectuals, writers, activists, and artists who would follow.

25

Guardiano, Aesthetic Transcendentalism, xxi.
Guardiano, Aesthetic Transcendentalism, 3.
27
Brown, “Emerson’s Philosophy of Aesthetics,” 350.
28
See note 28 above.
26
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Transcendence in American Landscape Painting
Painters like Thomas Cole and Asher Brown Durand resonated with such ideas about
perception and the role of the artist in society. Cole states, “To walk with nature as a poet is
the necessary condition of a perfect artist.” For transcendentalists—both East and West—the
role of art is to awaken and to cultivate our latent powers of perception. In his writings,
Durand also discusses in detail “the perfect exercise of perception” that the painter is
required to possess in order to paint landscapes. This perception, he says, must be cultivated
in order “to see nature truly. For we see, yet perceive not, and it becomes necessary to
cultivate our perception so as to comprehend the essence of the object seen.” 29

Figure 5. Asher B. Durand, The Indian's Vespers, 1847. Oil on canvas, 117.2 x 158.1 cm (46.1 x 62.2 in). White House
Collection, Washington, D.C.

29

Guardiano, Aesthetic Transcendentalism, 3.
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Nineteenth century landscape painting in America was greatly influenced by this
philosophical climate. Durand, who was a prominent artist from the Hudson River School,
became an early mentor and guide for Christopher Pearse Cranch. Like other landscape
painters influenced by the new wave of Transcendentalist thinking, Cranch was motivated by
a core belief in the possibility of direct access to the Divine through nature, without any kind
of mediation from the church, prophets, or the Bible. Painters influenced by
Transcendentalism, like Cranch, ventured into nature in search of the miraculous, something
that would touch the soul. They believed that transcendence could be experienced by
depicting a rare sight, “a fleeting atmospheric moment in which the luminous [ . . . ] sunlight
is charged with a sense of something supernatural." For example, when "the misty sky
[turns] a pinky-gray and [bathes] the landscape in a light, warm orange-yellow glow.”30 By
highlighting these "fleeting atmospheric" moments, he and others hoped their paintings
would help their audiences experience the spirituality of nature and of the Self.
The art that would come to be most closely associated with the ideas of
Transcendentalism, however, were the landscape paintings of the Luminists. The Luminists
were not an official group of artists, but were connected by their shared admiration for
Emersonian ethics. Indeed, their first exhibition of works was accompanied by a quote from
Emerson, cementing this conceptual link. Scholars of the twentieth century later gave their
art the name "Luminism."
The Luminists' emphasis on light and tranquility in nature makes their landscapes
some of the best exemplars of Emerson's "transparent eyeball" metaphor. Art historian

30

Benjamin Genocchio, “Nature as a Palette of the Soul.” New York Times, December 30, 2007.
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Barbara Novak explains that along with their characteristic glow and curvilinear shapes and
lines, "Luminist canvases are smooth with little indication of individual brushstrokes."31
Brushstrokes are concealed in such a way that the sense of the painter's presence is
minimized in an effort to offer viewers an experience that is as direct and unique for them as
possible. Luminist paintings also tend to be smaller than traditional landscapes, maintaining a
sense of timelessness and intimacy.

Figure 6. Fitz Henry Lane, Lumber Schooners at Evening on Penobscot Bay, 1863. Oil on canvas, 62.5 x 96.8 cm
(24 5⁄8 x 38 1⁄8 in). National Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C.

31

Adrienne Lynn Rumsey, "Aesthetic Self-Reliance: Emersonian Influence on American Art," Master’s
thesis, Brigham Young University, 2010. BYU Scholars Archive, All theses and Dissertations (2426), 30.
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Reconnecting people to nature and to the Divine through art, whether in poetry or
paintings, was a core value of the transcendentalists. In his essay, “The Poet,” Emerson
defines the writer, and artist, as a figure “who re-attaches things to nature and the Whole.”32
The Luminist painters certainly exemplified this description, exploring similar aesthetic ideas
in their depictions of man in nature. Adrienne Lynn Rumsey writes, "These paintings did not
show man dwarfed by their environment, as did the Hudson River School, but rather, showed
man integrated with the landscape and benefiting from it through its resources and light."33
Within the Hudson River School, the concept of the Sublime34 puts man in an insignificant
position in comparison to the power and grandeur of nature. The Luminists, however,
"acknowledge the presence of man, but his secondary role is conveyed."35 The human
influence on the landscape in Luminist paintings may also be observed in the depiction of
manmade elements like boats, buildings, or bridges, but these structures are integrated with
the whole landscape through color and shape. This approach echoes Emerson's view that the
works of man do not necessarily detract from the natural scene because “nature adopts them
very fast into her vital circles.”36
The Luminist painters lived in small towns and villages and chose not to travel to
Europe, as opposed to other artists up to that time. They broke from European painting
traditions and embraced the local and the familiar. Because Americans “lacked a cultural past
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equal to Europe, their identity became linked to the profuse and powerful environment that
surrounded them, unlike Europe, which had little untamed wilderness.”37 They didn't believe
in projecting spectacular drama onto nature, but in finding the beautiful and the spectacular
in the seemingly mundane, which is something Emerson consistently wrote about.38 Their
paintings were also much more democratic than their European counterparts. While most
European landscape painters depended on the patronage of upper-class elites and thus
catered to their romantic notions of the countryside and the poor, the Luminist paintings
were appealing and affordable for ordinary middle-class people.

Figure 7. John Frederick Kensett, Lake George, 1869. Oil on canvas, 112.1 x 168.6 cm 44 1⁄8 x 66 3⁄8
in). The Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York
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Figure 8. Francis Augustus Silva, Evening, 1881. Oil on canvas, 20 in (50.8 cm) x 36 in (91.4 cm).
New Britain Museum of American Art, Connecticut.

Figure 9. Martin Johnson Heade, Thunder Storm on Narragansett Bay, 1868. Oil on canvas, 139 x 32.12 cm
(54 3⁄4 x 32 1⁄8 in). Amon Carter Museum of American Art, Fort Worth, Texas.
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Community and Creative Practice
While the landscape paintings of the Hudson Valley School and the Luminists
contributed to defining the emerging cultural identity of America in the 19th century, it was
the words of the transcendentalists that had the greatest influence on precipitating the social
changes discussed earlier. It is helpful for new generations to consider that the
transcendentalists’ essays, poems, lectures, and articles were not the result of isolated genius
produced in a vacuum; their creative practice had a decidedly communal component. One of
the pivotal moments in my research was discovering just how great a role journaling and
dialogue had played in the lives of the American Transcendentalists and in the dissemination
of their ideas to the wider public.
The American Transcendentalists were writers, lecturers, and teachers who
understood the link between personal development and social reform. Contrary to the
common belief today that their movement was simply promoting a culture of radical
individualism, they actually viewed self-culture and transcendentalism as a form of social
engagement. The transcendentalists believed that “in self-culture lies the ground and
condition of all culture.”39 While dedicated to their private process of self-reflection, the
transcendentalists were on a mission to change the cultural landscape of nineteenth-century
America. They distilled and disseminated their ideas within two interconnected domains: the
personal, and the public.40
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In the public domain were activities like lecturing and publishing periodicals and
books. In the private domain of personal transformation and self-culture, journal writing and
conversations played a central role. On the most personal level, journals would help
Transcendentalist writers “record and recollect important thoughts and events and help give
shape to their ruminations.”41 The journal served as part of a private process of
contemplation and as a tool for reworking their ideas for use in their published texts. But the
journaling process was used by the transcendentalists as much more than simply a personal
tool for recording or interpreting individual experiences in life. As Robert Michael Ruehl
explains, "within the Transcendentalist movement, journals were a very public object open to
the examination of others within the movement. Journals were part of a mutual process of
opening up one's personal intellectual world to others"42 and served to “generate new
thoughts or insights within the reader."43
The use of the journal also helped to buttress the idea of spontaneity, which was one
of the important values of the movement. This helped to support an ideological position that
promoted fluidity, motion, and newness over more rigid ways of living and thinking.
“Journals provided a tangible object filled with spontaneity; they were part of a literary and
reflective identity that helped to sustain a particular posture toward the world. In other
words, the use of a journal reinforced the idea of an independent self in intimate contact with
the world of the senses and the emotions.” 44
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Some of the greatest examples we see of journaling, used in both these private and
collaborative social ways, are the personal journals of Mary Moody Emerson, along with the
journals of her nephew Ralph Waldo Emerson, and the nature journals of Henry David
Thoreau, whose life and writings were deeply influenced by both Mary and Waldo. At
Emerson's urging, Thoreau kept a journal from the approximate age of twenty, which he
described as keeping a "meteorological journal of the mind.” 45
Mary Emerson called her journals “Almanacks” and wrote in a style known as
commonplacing, a process of collecting quotations, passages, and observations as they are
encountered. Such “commonplace books” were a method historically used by scientists and
other thinkers in the same way that a database might now be used.46 Creating commonplace
books as a personal writing practice stretches back into antiquity. Some of the genre’s most
well-known and influential books were created by figures such as the Roman emperor Marcus
Aurelius and the physicist and theologian Sir Isaac Newton. Commonplacing even pops up
from time to time in popular culture, for example in the stories of Sherlock Holmes or as seen
in Lemony Snicket’s A Series of Unfortunate Events, in which several characters keep
commonplace books.
Commonplace books were often organized thematically by topic and interspersed with
the writer’s own organic thoughts and responses written alongside. “The genre is innately
dialogic (conversational) and subject to many forms of authorial experimentation,”47 making
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it an ideal format for supporting the creative growth of children. As a child, Waldo learned to
write and journal as a daily practice from his aunt Mary.48 As a youth he “borrowed and
elaborately cross-indexed some of her spiritual diaries and transcribed numerous passages
from them.”49 From historical examples like these, we can understand how this creative
practice was used as a tool for personal and social development and it is a skill that can be
learned at any age.

Figure 10. Ralph Waldo Emerson, “Unfruitful Land” of “Loggle,” 1820. Watercolor sketch
detail from Emerson’s personal journals he kept as a seventeen-year old freshman at Harvard
University. Ralph Waldo Emerson Memorial Association deposit, Houghton Library,
Harvard University.

Emerson went on to foster and promote these same writing practices within the circle
of transcendentalists that flourished around him. After spending productive time alone, they
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would periodically come together to read each other’s journals and engage in lively
discussions about their writings and experiences. Emerson contended that this private
sharing phase of the transcendentalist’s journaling process was essential for the whole
exercise to be most fruitful. In order to fully digest and truly unravel the transcendent
experiences that an individual encountered while in solitude or in nature, they would
disclose their thoughts amongst other thinkers, artists, and poets. In so doing, they would
spark even further revelations and insights, amplifying the depth and breadth of each other’s
individual work. This material would eventually culminate in finished essays, lectures, or
books which could then be shared with the wider public.
Now as then, one of the key components of meaningful social change is building
creative communities that support intellectual and spiritual growth. In such a model, artists
and educators are leaders who proactively shape the next generation by adapting their art,
ideas, and philosophy to the cultural climate of their times.
Visionary Education for a New Generation
The transcendentalists’ ideas about transforming American culture and society were
not limited to the sphere of adults. Their vision was far-reaching, with a special emphasis on
shaping future generations of Americans through educational reform. Margaret Fuller, Amos
Bronson Alcott, and Elizabeth Palmer Peabody were among the movement’s most dedicated
leaders when it came to transmitting transcendentalist ideals into children’s lives. Indeed, it’s
thanks to Peabody’s tireless advocacy that the institution of kindergarten became universally
accepted and established throughout the United States. In this new paradigm, partly inspired
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by the work of Friedrich Froebel, 50 she emphasized that the core focus in kindergarten
should be on play rather than academic work. She also developed a model of inclusive
bilingual education in her work with native Americans, most notably with Sarah
Winnemucca’s school for Paiute children; she was nearly a century ahead of her time with
regards to multicultural education.51
Also notable is Amos Bronson Alcott’s experimental Temple School in Boston.
Contrary to the teaching models popular at the time which consisted of rote memorization,
he introduced the method of students raising their hands and participating in discussions. He
taught critical thinking skills and Socratic questioning (even when discussing the Bible), 52
and he was firm in his policy to admit black children. Too far ahead of his time, the school
soon closed its doors, and Alcott devoted his attention to educating his four daughters at
home.
In the childhood journals of his second daughter, Louisa May Alcott, we see a
remarkable example of writing used as a creative practice and as a tool in cognitive
development. From as early as seven years old, Louisa was taught to cultivate her intellect
and to develop spiritual self-awareness by keeping her own journal, as the adults did.53 Under
the caring and erudite tutelage of her father, by the time she was ten years old her journals
began to include her own poems, youthful rants, and occasional transcriptions of thoughtprovoking conversations she’d had with her parents or with Mr. Emerson—who was a
mentor, a close family friend, and a neighbor. She also wrote about some of the spiritual
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experiences she encountered when in nature. Moreover, her journals were interactive. In
response to Louisa’s entries, her parents would occasionally write notes or compose original
poems for her and tuck them inside the journal pages or write them directly in the margins.

Figure 11. In a page from Bronson Alcott’s personal journal, outlines of Louisa’s hand
overlap with his ruminations on “Phenomena and Observations,” and “the true currents of
the soul.” November 21, 1834. (Houghton Library, Harvard University).
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It cannot be overstated how revolutionary the views and practices of the
transcendentalists were at the time. The Western model of education 150 years ago was
generally treated like a factory, where students were funnelled through, packaged, and
pumped out into the job market, with little or no regard for cultivating them as complete
human beings.54 Emerson's critique of this model is still relevant: “We do not give them a
training as if we believed in their noble nature [ . . . ] we aim to make accountants, attorneys,
engineers, but not to make able, earnest, great-hearted men.”55 In his essay Self Reliance,
Emerson further makes his case, stating that educational institutions “can only highly serve
us, when they aim not to drill, but to create; when they gather from far every ray of various
genius to their hospitable halls, and, by the concentrated fires, set the hearts of their youth on
flame.”56 Louisa May Alcott was one such youth whose heart was made radiant by
transcendentalist ideals. She went on to become one of America's most beloved authors and
an inspirational, world-famous figure. What might the world be like if we extended some of
the transcendentalist’s values into the lives of children today?
Seeing and Being Seen
Art has long been a key component in the scientific study of cognitive psychology and
neuroscience. In The Psychology of Art and the Evolution of the Conscious Brain, cognitive
psychologist Robert L. Solso nicely sums up the relationship between art and consciousness,
saying, “As science helps us understand our experience of art, so too does art give us a view
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of the mind that comprehends it.” 57 Solso articulates two levels of perception: “nativistic”
perception which is hard-wired in the sensory-cognitive system, and “directed” perception
which is the way an individual’s past knowledge, experiences, and interests direct one’s
attention.58 When perceiving and interpreting visual information, we can’t help but be largely
influenced by our entire subjective frame of reference, our personal background and biases,
our cultural lenses and expectations. These are significant points to consider because they
present the evidence that everyone is born with some inherent capacity for multisensory
perception and aesthetic experiences, and that everyone has the ability to shape and change
their "directed" perception, which determines how they will interpret or make sense of
things.
Solso explains that both kinds of perception—nativistic and directed—contribute to
the experience of art, and both forms of perception depend on a conscious brain.59
Transcendentalists, both East and West, take this logic a step further. They maintain that in
addition to the perceptual systems of the physical senses and the mind and intelligence, there
is another perceptual system at play—the perceptual system of the soul. And it is the soul
which provides the spark of consciousness to the brain.
Over the past 30 years, neuroscientists have begun unravelling the mystery of the
neurological pathways and interactions that ensue when human beings encounter visual
sensation. As the Transcendentalists already knew, art in its broadest sense plays a vital role
in cognitive development. As we look at art, sight is primary but all other senses are
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psychologically active to some extent. We may not only “hear” sounds, but the visual stimuli
can also suggest smell, taste, and touch. These primary visual sensations activate
psychological reactions, including emotional reactions. “When we ‘see’ a painting, the
sensation is not confined to a single perceptual system but sweeps across many sensory
modalities and psychological reactions to enrich the cognitive landscape.” 60 This cognitive
process is closely linked with memory and creativity.
Visual stimuli engages the other senses such as smell, taste, and sound at the cortical
level. “The formal name for such a phenomenon is synaesthesia, which is defined as a
condition in which sensory information from one mode (such as a visual sensation)
psychologically activates another modality (such as an auditory sensation).” 61 Studies reveal
unusual connections in synesthetes' adjacent brain regions, similar to those in babies,
which is why it is now widely believed that “all babies have synaesthesia until they are
about four months old, when the synaptic pruning process normally severs those
neural connections.”62 Such studies further illustrate the powerful role that the arts can
play in re-establishing those neural connections for people. Moreover, studies like
these suggest how important it is to strengthen the perceptual abilities in children as early
as possible.
According to Harvard Medical School, one percent of people naturally retain some
form of synaesthesia into adulthood, with famous synesthetes ranging from Vincent Van
Gogh to Billie Eilish. The most common ways this phenomenon can manifest are
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grapheme-color, in which numbers or letters produce colors, and chromesthesia
(sound-color), in which sounds produce colors or shapes. The condition is more
common in women than in men and, unsurprisingly, synesthetes are more likely to
work in a creative capacity. In these instances, it might be that the areas of the brain
responsible for processing language and color, which are next to each other, have merged
slightly.63
Without yet having a scientific name for it, transcendentalists viewed the core idea
that we now call synesthesia as a very valuable human ability that they were attempting to
enhance and awaken in people. Although increasing the ability for synesthetic experiences
may not manifest as artistic genius in everyone, the hope is to teach people how to see and
experience things more deeply. The transcendentalists fundamentally understood that
qualities associated with synesthesia were helpful and perhaps even necessary to defining the
human experience and to creating a more compassionate and enlightened world.
As science advances and increasingly overlaps with the philosophical study of
consciousness, it is possible at some point that there will be further empirical discoveries
corroborating the existence of the soul. The transcendentalists would urge us, however, not
to wait for such endorsement before diving deeper into exploring and experiencing it for
ourselves.
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Rasa: Transcendental Aesthetics
Emerson alludes to the "inner senses"64 as a discreet system of perception necessary
for transcendental experience, but he doesn't develop the idea further. For a more
comprehensive study of this phenomenon, we must turn to India's wealth of
transcendentalist literature. Therein, the nature of the soul and the scientific study of its
relationship to—and interaction with—material nature, divine nature, body, mind, and
consciousness is discussed exhaustively.65 In the final analysis, it is explained that the soul
has the capacity for sensory perception because the soul is not formless; the soul is a
transcendental personality with form and feeling, distinct from the material body and senses.
This is so because the Supreme Being, of whom the individual soul is part and parcel, 66 is
similarly a transcendental Personality, complete with spiritual form and feeling.67 The
original form of the Supreme Personality of Godhead (svayam bhagavan)68 is described as
Kṛṣṇa, the essence of concentrated Beauty and the fountainhead of all rasa, transcendental
mellows.69 The word “mellows” is used here in a philosophical sense to indicate a variety of
flavors or spiritual emotions relished in transcendence. Emerson’s conviction that there is
nothing on earth that is not in the heavens in a heavenly form is a compelling echo of this
principle.
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As an esoteric and theological concept, rasa is inseparable from divine love (prema)
and is expounded upon in the devotional (bhakti ) Vedanta traditions. These schools of
thought establish that "all the Vedic scriptures, including the Purāṇas, the Vedas, the
Upaniṣads, and the Vedānta-sūtra, etc., are teaching the living entities how to attain the stage
of rasa,”70 a state of spiritual love and transcendental aesthetic experience. "Rasa is the via
medium or the basic principle for the exchange of dealings between the Lord and the living
entity"71 and, as such, "every living being has its constitutional position, which is endowed
with a particular type of rasa."72 One's rasa is realized in one of five primary mellows, or
relationships. Śrīla A.C. Bhaktivedanta Swami Prabhupāda provides a succinct definition of
these relationships, stating that "One can love Kṛṣṇa as the supreme unknown, as the
supreme master, the supreme friend, the supreme child, [or] the supreme lover."73
When considered from this point of view, the principles associated with synesthesia
have an additional level of impact. Similar to the American transcendentalists, the
transcendentalists in India view art as a means to transform our perception of life by
awakening a higher taste; however, their focus is on arousing within viewers a keen interest
in savoring a very personal taste of rasa as described above. They know that transcendental
art isn't limited to the abstract spiritual experiences afforded by nature, such as feelings of
universal oneness, which may be expressed through light and other atmospheric elements.
Transcendental art can also spark endless varieties of ecstatic emotions by depicting
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narrations of the Lord’s pastimes with His beloved associates in the various rasas.74 Śrīla
Prabhupada points out that "transcendentalists cannot go beyond this conception of
becoming one with the spirit whole, without knowing of the different rasas." 75
While transcendentalism may entail opening and engaging one’s senses, it’s important
to note that this is done in the context of cultivating a receptive state of mind akin to
Emerson’s “transparent eyeball” metaphor in which “all mean egotism vanishes,” as discussed
in previous sections. A transcendentalist is careful not to fall under the control of the senses
and sense objects in the process, because these can be the ultimate “stumbling blocks on the
path of self-realization”76 if misappropriated. In this regard, Śrīla Prabhupada clarifies how
attaining full knowledge of the various rasas enables one to “understand the false
representations of the original rasas which are reflected in the material world."77 In this way,
a person can easily attain self-realization by engaging the senses in relishing spiritual form.
Because the constitutional nature of the soul is to taste rasa, we are ultimately satisfied
with nothing less. The soul finds no fulfilment in a state of liberation which is devoid of rasa.
In the voice of a mother, the Vedas address us as children of nectar, "śṛṇvantu viśve amṛtasya
putrā," urgently requesting, "please listen to me. You were born in nectar; you were born to
taste nectar, and you must not allow yourselves to be satisfied by anything but nectar. So,
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however misguided you may be for the time being, awake! Arise! Search for that nectar, that
satisfaction.”78
The philosophy of the American Transcendentalists aligns in interesting ways
with the Vedic philosophy of India. The Vedic texts which Emerson and his New
England circle would have read and taken inspiration from would be translations and
derivations from India's monistic schools of thought which were rare treasures among
scholarly milieus of the day. Translations by scholars from India's devotional theistic
schools of thought did not begin in earnest until the mid-twentieth century; moreover,
texts elucidating the concept of rasa were not translated into English and other
languages or widely circulated outside of India until after the 1960s. The
Transcendentalists of New England would undoubtedly have been delighted to explore
such ideas, and they would have had much more to say on the subject if these
literatures had been available to them at the time.
Development of the Visual Thesis
Each of the transcendental art genres I studied made me feel a closer connection to
nature and to myself through their unique ways of synaesthetically engaging the senses. The
most effective transcendental paintings also sparked a meta-awareness of thoughts, feelings,
and impulses as they were happening, and I noticed an enhanced inner dialogue taking place
which aroused a spirit of inquiry.
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By examining various transcendental art forms, I found many exciting ideas to
potentially synthesize into my visual thesis. For example, Chinese mountain paintings and
Indian Rāgamālā paintings both play with the synergy of hand-drawn lines of poetry
alongside their paintings. This led me to experiment with hand lettering and with integrating
words, poetry, or prose into my visual work. The Luminists’ use of realism, atmospheric light,
and their approach to incorporating manmade elements of civilization into harmonious
landscapes was also a theme I wanted to employ.
I was also interested in depicting the character’s inner world interacting with her
external world and illustrating layers of her synesthetic experience. Imagery of hobgoblins is
one of the devices I used to represent her inner struggles. The idea was inspired by a passage
in Emerson’s journals where he wrote about overcoming his fear of public opinion and of
being misunderstood, and he describes conformity as the “hobgoblins of small minds.” I used
other significant imagery inspired by transcendental writings such as lotuses, honeybees, and
swans in various illustrations.
When it came to thinking of ways to attract and engage young audiences, my study of
Rāgamālā paintings 79 was particularly fruitful, inspiring me with:
o Their narrative qualities
o Their celebration of the human form
o Their folio format and the way in which they are appreciated in a social context
o Their highly developed synesthetic approach to painting, using the imagery of specific
animals, trees, flowers, and elements of nature to evoke sonic and olfactory sensations
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o Their psychological and symbolic representation of nature
o Their remarkable use of color harmonies to evoke a wide range of emotional states
o Their ability to translate esoteric principles into relatable imagery
o Their relationship with music

In developing the concept for my visual thesis, I was searching for imagery that would
not only resonate universally with children coming of age but would also speak to third
culture kids. This term refers to anyone who has grown up within two or more cultures,
whether through having parents from different racial or cultural backgrounds, or through a
family relocating or migrating into a different culture due to work, education, religion, or
politics, etc.80 As a result of increased globalization, more and more young people today are
classified by academia as third culture kids. Being a third culture kid myself and having been
a teacher and mentor to many children from diverse backgrounds both in the USA and in
India, my visual thesis has an additional, personal dimension. I decided to build my visual
thesis around a fictional character, Rasa, who could embody some of the key principles of
transcendental philosophy while also being someone my students could relate to and
ultimately make their own in some kind of interactive, creative format.
As a young transcendentalist, Rasa has learned to engage her body, mind, and senses
in activities which enlighten and inspire her. Through nature, music, dance, and art, she is
able to connect with the Divine and reframe her thoughts and emotions with greater
understanding; she spends time in contemplation and reflection, which sometimes seems
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beautiful and sometimes terrifying to her; she collects quotes and pearls of wisdom in her
journal. She encounters a range of transcendental experiences, beginning from a general
universal joy in connection with nature and up to transcendental joy in bhakti (devotion),
and this is shown in the illustrations. Finally, she will share her journal with a small inner
circle of friends who mutually inspire and uplift one another.
From the outset, I envisioned creating some kind of activity sheet or other kind of
interactive component to my illustrations. As the themes of journaling and community began
to crystallize through my research into the transcendentalists’ creative practice, I realized that
not only would I depict Rasa in the act of journaling, but I would create a few sample pages
from her personal journal to augment the main body of my work. The more I did this, the
more I was motivated to develop the idea further into a full-fledged journal concept. With the
encouragement of the illustration faculty at Syracuse University, I am now producing a more
comprehensive book proposal for a self-discovery art journal titled, Rasa: Diary of a Young
Transcendentalist.
In keeping with the transcendentalist’s collaborative spirit of journaling, Rasa’s journal
emulates the commonplace book tradition by combining thought-provoking excerpts from
transcendental literature along with Rasa’s personal journal entries and responses. The format
is interactive and serves to prompt myriad readers’ own reflections and thoughts with space
to add quotes and ephemera they may collect on their own. This makes the journal less
didactic and more diegetic (narrative and conversational) and promotes the sharing
component as practiced among the transcendentalists.
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Figure 12. Nidra Kilmer, Hobgoblins of the Mind, 2021. Pencil, graphite, digital color.
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Figure 13. Nidra Kilmer, Rasa’s Transformation, 2021. Pencil, graphite, digital color.
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Figure 14. Nidra Kilmer, Rasa Dancing in the City, 2021. Pencil, graphite, digital color.
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Figure 15. Nidra Kilmer, Rasa's Spirit, 2021. Pencil, graphite, digital color.
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Figure 16. Nidra Kilmer, Rasa’s Journal, 2021. Pencil, graphite, digital color.
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Figure 17. Nidra Kilmer, S Illumination, 2021. Pencil, graphite, digital color.

Conclusion
The transcendentalists saw an opportunity in their time to create a truly New
World: a world where new generations would have the mental, physical, and,
importantly, the spiritual tools to rise above the conflicts arising out of religion, race,
class, politics, and economics that plagued the Old World. They believed that we
should approach the knowledge and traditions that have come before us not like
sheep, who follow with blind reverence, but like honey bees who extract only the
essence and find their own way home. This manner of self-discovery, they believed,
would lead to a more enlightened civilization and should be the aim of education.
To shape such a new civilization, they argued, would require a new philosophy
of perception, valuing aesthetics and nature at its core. They understood how
44

education and the arts play a central role in determining our mindset and our capacity
for perceiving and interpreting reality. They saw education and the arts as essential in
cultivating a more receptive, inquisitive, and observational state of mind, awakening
the "inner senses" connected to our soul.
In Emerson’s terminology, when our inner and outer senses interact with nature
in such a state of mind, we are able to realize a sense of self that is in proportion to the
whole, as part and parcel of Divinity—the "Over-Soul,” which is synonymous with
Beauty. The transcendentalists saw these concepts as being especially relevant for
children in the early stages of cognitive development since that is the ideal time to
establish the intellectual framework and thinking skills that will carry into adulthood.
The ideas of the American Transcendentalists evolved out of religious and
philosophical traditions from both the West and the East, in addition to their experiences
with nature. Their achievements sprang from the rich overflow of their private spiritual
practices and their creative writing methods, supported by a small but synergistic
community. They believed, as Emerson stated, that "Art should exhilarate, and throw down
the walls of circumstance on every side, awakening in the beholder the same sense of
universal relation and power which the work evinced in the artist, and its highest effect is to
make new artists."81 They believed that art’s highest aim was to create people with a greater
capacity to perceive, interpret, and make meaning than the average person.
The transcendentalists’ objectives are more applicable and beneficial to us now than
ever before, as human conflict remains a perennial scourge while hyperstimulation and
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overdependence on technology are corroding our intellectual faculties.82 Our power of
concentration, our impulse control, our ability for reasoning, and our ability for empathy
have all become weakened by these modern anomalies, and a growing number of people feel
dissociated from the natural world and isolated from other humans.83 Without appropriate
attention, this trend is likely to intensify with the coming age of artificial intelligence and
other imminent technological changes.84
In such a cultural climate, we have an obligation to organize thoughtful conversations
about what it means to be human, and to include and engage children in such conversations.
We can form initiatives to determine how to practically transform educational systems in a
comprehensive, holistic way as the transcendentalists envisioned but were unable to achieve
in their time.
Cultivating a greater awareness of one’s consciousness and connection to nature will
provide much-needed counterpoints to our high-tech innovations. New generations of artists
and educators can champion the development of young people into adults who are capable of
acting in a responsible way that considers the welfare of all beings, leading to stronger,
happier, and more peaceful human communities.
As more people are awakened to their relationship to nature and to a sense of
self that is transcendental, meaningful social change IS possible.
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Figure 18. Nidra Kilmer, Live Truly See Truly, journal page, 2021. Digital painting and collage.

Figure 19. Nidra Kilmer, Remembrance, journal page, 2021. Digital painting and collage.
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Appendix 1: A Transparent Eyeball
[An excerpt from “Nature,” Ralph Waldo Emerson’s foundational essay originally published by
James Munroe and Company in 1836.]

[ . . . ]Crossing a bare common, in snow puddles, at twilight, under a clouded sky, without
having in my thoughts any occurrence of special good fortune, I have enjoyed a perfect
exhilaration. I am glad to the brink of fear. In the woods too, a man casts off his years, as the
snake his slough, and at what period soever of life, is always a child. In the woods, is
perpetual youth. Within these plantations of God, a decorum and sanctity reign, a perennial
festival is dressed, and the guest sees not how he should tire of them in a thousand years. In
the woods, we return to reason and faith. There I feel that nothing can befall me in life, — no
disgrace, no calamity, (leaving me my eyes,) which nature cannot repair. Standing on the
bare ground, — my head bathed by the blithe air, and uplifted into infinite space, — all mean
egotism vanishes. I become a transparent eye-ball; I am nothing; I see all; the currents of the
Universal Being circulate through me; I am part or particle of God. The name of the nearest
friend sounds then foreign and accidental: to be brothers, to be acquaintances, — master or
servant, is then a trifle and a disturbance. I am the lover of uncontained and immortal beauty.
In the wilderness, I find something more dear and connate than in streets or villages. In the
tranquil landscape, and especially in the distant line of the horizon, man beholds somewhat
as beautiful as his own nature. [ . . . ]
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